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In Memoriam
Helmuth Gericke
(1909–2007)
On 15 August 2007 the historian of mathematics Helmuth Gericke died in Freiburg, at the age of 98. He was born
on 7 May 1909 in Aachen. In his youth Gericke lived in Posen and (from 1919 to 1926) in Stettin. He took his final
examinations at the Friedrich-Wilhelms-Gymnasium in Stettin, where Latin and Greek were the principal subjects.
From 1926 up to 1931 he studied mathematics, physics and geography at the universities of Marburg, Göttingen and
Greifswald. In 1931 he received his Ph.D. degree in Greifswald with a dissertation in physics on the “Volta effect”
and in the same year he obtained the license to teach at a Gymnasium.
In 1934, when the mathematician Wilhelm Süss (1895–1958) moved from the University of Greifswald to Freiburg
University, Gericke followed him and became his Assistent. Over the next three decades Gericke worked at the Math-
ematical Institute at the University of Freiburg. His scientific work was largely influenced by Süss, with whom he
collaborated and who also became his friend. From 1936 to 1950 Gericke published several articles on convex bod-
ies and differential geometry. In 1941 he submitted his Habilitation with a dissertation on the differential geometry
of surfaces in n-dimensional Euclidean space and became Dozent for mathematics. But his scientific activities were
interrupted by World War II. In 1944 Gericke was wounded in Russia and later became a British prisoner. In August
1945 he went back to his position at Freiburg University. He helped establish the Mathematical Research Center in
Oberwolfach (Black Forest), which had been founded by Süss in the last years of the war, so that it became a meeting
point for mathematicians from different parts of the world. In Oberwolfach Gericke met Waltraut Reuter, whom he
later married and with whom he had a son.
In Oberwolfach Gericke became acquainted with the historian of mathematics Joseph Ehrenfried Hofmann (1900–
1973), who inspired Gericke to work not only in mathematics, but also in its history. In 1947 in Freiburg Gericke gave
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on the history of mathematical thinking. There followed various historical publications, especially on mathematics
in Greek antiquity, but also a monograph on mathematics at the University of Freiburg from its foundation in the
fifteenth century up to modern times. In mathematics he contributed to the Grundzüge der Mathematik, a work of
several volumes for high school teachers and for mathematicians in industry and commerce (1958–1960), edited by
H. Behnke, K. Fladt and W. Süss, and he published in a series of student handbooks a monograph on lattice theory
(1963; English edition in 1966).
In 1952 Gericke was appointed ausserplanmässiger Professor at the University of Freiburg. In recognition of his
historical work, he was elected in 1963 to the newly created chair in history of science at the University of Munich. It
was the first time a mathematician in Germany had been elected to such a chair. Since Gericke’s institute was housed
in the Deutsches Museum, it was possible, by cooperating with the corresponding institutes at the Technical University
and the Deutsches Museum, to form a Research Institute for History of Science and Technology, of which Gericke
was the director for some time. The new position enabled him to bring history of science to a greater circle of students
and interested members of the public. He supervised several doctoral dissertations and Habilitationen, and helped to
establish the history of science as a discipline at the universities of the Federal Republic of Germany.
Gericke’s appointment in Munich and the possibility of using the libraries and archives there led to numerous pub-
lications in the history of mathematics. Of these, some came from Gericke’s own interest in mathematical-historical
questions and others originated from a cooperation with Kurt Vogel (1888–1985). Vogel had worked on the history
of mathematics since the 1930s. He was mostly concerned with the development in Egypt, Greece, Byzantium, in
the western Middle Ages and in the Renaissance. He edited numerous mathematical texts and had special interest in
the transmission of mathematical problems and concepts. In 1965 Gericke published, together with Vogel, a German
translation of Simon Stevin’s De Thiende (“On decimal fractions”), published in 1585. In 1970 Gericke’s Geschichte
des Zahlbegriffs (“History of the Concept of Number”) appeared. In 1973 with Karin Reich he published a German
translation of F. Viète’s most important algebraic works (1591, 1593) under the Title Einführung in die neue Algebra
(“Introduction to the New Algebra”). A completely new edition of the Geschichte der Elementarmathematik (“His-
tory of Elementary Mathematics”) by Johannes Tropfke was started by Gericke, Vogel and Reich, the first volume
appearing in 1980. This work treated the history of arithmetic and algebra in minute historical detail, from the very
beginning up to the modern period. Other publications by Gericke were on mathematics in the 19th century and on
Greek mathematics.
When he retired in 1977, Gericke returned to Freiburg, where he had lived before he came to Munich and where
he continued to live until his death. Even in his “retirement”, he was active in teaching and research. For many years
he offered lectures and seminars on history of mathematics to mathematics students at the University, and these were
enthusiastically received. In recognition of his activities the University of Freiburg in 1984 gave him the title of
Honorary Professor.
In Freiburg Gericke worked on volume 2 of the new edition of Tropfke’s Geschichte der Elementarmathematik
(“Geometry and Stereometry”). For the survey chapters he wrote several accounts of the development of geometry in
various cultures and times. When Vogel died, he left a manuscript in which the historical development of individual
geometrical topics had been treated. Despite the groundwork of Vogel and Gericke, this volume has still not been
published, since Vogel’s and Gericke’s contributions need to be adapted and made compatible, and new details need
to be added—the whole would require the work of a group and not just an individual author.
In his publications Gericke tried in his own characteristic way to combine a mathematical way of thinking with
general historical and cultural concepts. Even in historical writings, Gericke remained a mathematician. His intention
was always to show, both mathematicians active in research and students, that mathematics is part of history. After
having written many articles and having delivered many lectures, he felt able to combine his knowledge and interpre-
tation of the history of mathematics into a comprehensive history of the subject from its roots up to modern times. He
planned three volumes of which two have appeared: the first with the title Mathematik in Antike und Orient (1984),
the second with the title Mathematik im Abendland (1990). In these volumes the development of mathematics until the
seventeenth century is treated. His plan to present the history of mathematics in the 18th and 19th centuries in a third
volume was not realized: the presentation of the mathematics of that period in one volume was too hard to accomplish.
Gericke was also disappointed when the publisher stopped selling the original edition of the second volume only a
short time after its appearance, which was particularly distressing to him because the first volume had been much
appreciated both by mathematicians and by historians of mathematics. Soon afterwards the two books were reprinted
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of mathematics in German.
Gericke was a known and respected historian of mathematics, inside and outside Germany. He became a corre-
sponding member of the Académie Internationale d’Histoire des Sciences in 1971, and became an effective member
in 1981.
In general, Gericke was a private person. He was a reserved and intellectually honest man—one who was not
above admitting that he did not know something. He was one of the most prominent representatives of the history
of mathematics in Germany in the 1960s and 1970s. Many younger historians of mathematics profited from his deep
understanding of the subject; and many students of mathematics in Munich and Freiburg have learned from him that
mathematics was not always the logical deductive science as is presented in the modern study of mathematics. We
shall miss Helmuth Gericke.
A complete list of Gericke’s publications in mathematics and in history of mathematics has appeared in the Archives
Internationales d’Histoire des Sciences 57 (December 2007), pp. 655–665.
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